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Abstract
This research paper begins by establishing the importance of studying the United States’
incarceration rate. Overall mass imprisonment and racial disparities in sentencing are two of the
main concerns when discussing this issue. Previously published literature has indicated various
contributory factors to the racial disparity in sentencing, such as judge’s discretion, educational
attainment, and policy implementation. This paper tests five hypotheses that assess which factors
influence the incarceration rate. The independent variables are overall minority population,
public ideology, educational attainment, unemployment, and poverty. Each hypothesis predicts
positive or negative relationships between the United States incarceration rate and the
corresponding independent variable. Pearson correlations were performed to test for
relationships. Also, an ordinary-least-squares regression was performed to determine which
factors predict the imprisonment rate above all others. Results indicate that minority populations,
unemployment, citizen ideology, and educational attainment positively and significantly predict
the incarceration rate. Poverty levels were found to have weak correlations. Results of this
project provide insight as to why the incarceration rate has been rapidly increasing.
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Introduction
The United States imprisons more of their own citizens than any other country. This trend
could be a direct result of more crimes being committed. However, national statistics indicate
that the U.S. crime rate has been, and continues to be, decreasing. As a result, the crime rate
remains much lower than the incarceration rate implies. This discovery raises numerous
concerns.
Incarceration of an individual typically results in a series of negative consequences, such
as the loss of livelihood, a series of fines, and a stigma which lasts a lifetime. Social stigmas
become defining factors for ex-inmates. It’s difficult for them to reintegrate into due to the
criminally-minded labels that are often placed on them (Goffman, 1963). Additionally, it lessens
the likelihood of attaining financial resources and creating strong relationships with family
members/significant others (Evans, Pelletier, & Szkola, 2018.) In Arkansas, Delaware, Georgia,
Iowa, Kansas, and 14 other states, the right to vote is suspended upon felony charges until
probation, parole, and the entire sentence have all been completed. However, in certain states
such as Florida, Kentucky, Alabama, Wyoming, and Mississippi, felons lose the right to vote
unless the governor reinstates their voting rights. Also, current federal policies retract felons’
rights to bear arms. Two fundamental rights, which apply to all American citizens, are instantly
restricted upon a felony conviction.
The possibility of imprisonment relying on variables in addition to crime, evidence, and
sentencing guidelines is extremely concerning. Scholars have conducted research regarding the
incarceration rate while employing various research designs. Studies suggest which factors
significantly affect the rate and which ones do not. Results of most, if not all, studies lead to the
conclusion that race plays one of the most important roles in determining the incarceration rate.
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“Black and white incarceration disparities are the most pronounced, with black males being
incarcerated at nearly seven times the rate of white males” (Vogel & Porter, 2015; p. 516).
Table 1 is shown below and presents a visual representation of the racial disparity in
sentencing. The data for this table was collected from the 2010 U.S. Census. It shows that whites
make up 64% of the U.S. population, and 39% of the incarcerated population. Blacks make up
13% of the overall population, but 40% of the incarcerated population. In 2010, blacks were
incarcerated at a rate over five times

Table 1: 2010 Incarceration Rate
% of U.S.

than that of the white population.

National

Race,

% of U.S.

incarcerated Incarceration

ethnicity

population

population

In addition to the racial
Rate (per

disparity in sentencing, racial
100,000)
tensions are also high between
White

64

39

450

Hispanic

16

19

831

Black

13

40

2,306

law enforcement and civilians. A
recent example of this can be seen
in the 2014 shooting of Michael
Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. Mr.
Brown was an 18-year-old black American and officer Darren Wilson was a white, 28-year-old
police officer. While the validity of details is often difficult to ascertain, the fact remains that Mr.
Brown was unarmed and was shot at least six times by officer Wilson. A grand concluded that
the officer acted in self-defense. The decision resulted in a series of violent protests which
significantly added to tensions between police officers and racial minorities. This shooting is
mentioned to demonstrate the important of race when discussing issues in the criminal justice
system. Regarding the issue of racial disparities existing in the imprisonment rate, there are an
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extensive variety of explanations, many of which would be appropriate. Some known
contributors to the racial disparity in sentencing are embedded within articles of legislation.
Examples of this can be seen in the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986. This introduced a
mandatory minimum prison sentence of 5 years for possession of five grams of crack cocaine.
Similarly, a mandatory minimum sentence was applied to powder cocaine as well, but the
possession requirement was 500 grams rather than five. Subsequently, this disparity
disproportionately affected the incarceration rate for blacks. This is mostly attributed to crack
being used by poorer citizens, and more black people live in poverty than white people. The
Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 is thought to be a significant contributor to the racial sentencing
disparity, and a key factor in the rapid increase in overall prison population. Another example in
which Congress affects the prison population can be observed in the Violent Crime Control and
Law Enforcement Act of 1994. One provision of this bill retracted federal funding for higher
education services inside prisons. In 1991, 252 college degrees were granted to federal prisoners.
Education in correctional facilities became scarce one the “crime bill” came into effect. This is
one of the reasons that a decrease in educational attainment is believed to cause an increase in
the incarceration rate, and vice versa. In addition to the two previously mentioned laws, a third
policy came into effect in the early 1990s which also increased the prison population; three-strike
sentencing laws. This meant that if somebody was convicted of three crimes deemed “serious
violent felonies”, they would be sentenced to a minimum of 25 years to life in prison. California
implemented this policy in 1994, and by 2004, there were nearly 43,000 inmates in state prison
due to this law (Brown & Jolivette, 2005). Due to the severe consequences of being incarcerated,
this field of study is exceedingly important.
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Literature Review
The relationship between the United States’ incarceration rate and other factors is a
prevalent area of study in the political science field. “The United States imprisonment rate
increased fivefold in the three decades from 1975 to 2005” (Western, 2007; p. 30). “Mass
imprisonment” is the preferred term when referring to this phenomenon. This revelation has led
scholars to investigate the increase in number of overall inmates. If prison exists to punish and
deter criminals, then the rate at which they are admitted should be comparable with the rate at
which crimes are committed. As previously mentioned, this is not the case in the United States.
Therefore, discovering the true influencing factors of the incarceration rate is an important, yet
difficult, task. It is also worth noting that this area of study has an extremely wide scope as it
relates to policy implications. If contributory factors can be established, the mere possibility of
lowering the incarceration rate becomes a reality. Also, more resources could be made available
to individuals who are demonstrate higher likelihoods of imprisonment. Examples of such
resources include assistance with education, temporary housing, and counseling services, to
name a few. Therefore, the purpose of this research paper is to analyze data and present evidence
as to which factors significantly influence the incarceration rate.
Researchers have been analyzing the incarceration rate as well as factors that affect the
rate and which ones do not. Consistently, the rate at which blacks are incarcerated is higher
compared to whites. A significant disparity exists between the incarceration rate of these two
races and it cannot be accounted for by a notable difference in crime-committing. This
observation has led many scholars to study various aspects of the criminal justice system and
investigate as to how such disparities can exist. Furthermore, some factors have been found to
account for, at least part of, the racial gap in sentencing.
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One factor which was found to have racial implications regarding incarceration is the
judge’s level of discretion, as it relates to sentencing. In 2012, Abrams, Bertrand, and
Mullainathan conducted a study in Cook County, Illinois in which cases were randomly assigned
to 70 judges in the Circuit Court. They sought to determine if racial differences in the
incarceration rate reflect racial differences in criminal behavior, or if they suggest differential
prosecuting policies (Abrams, Bertrand & Sendhil, 2002). Results determined that significant
variation existed within decisions to incarcerate defendants of different races. A study performed
in 2014 by Tom Arvanites analyzed discrepancies in black and white incarceration rates for drug
offenses. He hypothesized “segregation, as measured by the isolation index, will have a negative
effect on the rate at which African-Americans are incarcerated for drug offenses” (Arvanites,
2014; p .432). Conclusions determined that “the racial disparity in incarceration rates for drug
crimes cannot be explained by racial differences in drug use or drug selling” (Arvanites, 2014; p.
434). In 2016, Vogel and Porter predicted that racial gaps in sentencing reflect a differential age
structure between ethnicities. They hypothesized Black and Hispanic populations have more
young people than the white population, thus containing more “at risk” individuals. Results of
their research indicated the disparity between blacks and whites would have been roughly 14%
lower in 2010 if [the black population] had an age structure equal to the white population”
(Vogel & Porter, 2015; p. 525).
Race is a prominent theme when addressing influencing factors of the incarceration rate.
Another common theme that is thought to affect imprisonment is citizen ideology. “Growth in
the scale of criminal punishment was linked partly to a more punitive politics that repudiated the
goal of rehabilitation, and partly to the collapse of economic opportunity for young unskilled
men in inner cities” (Western, 2007; pg. 30). In 2014, Peter Enns aimed to uncover whether the
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public’s punitiveness was a main determinant of the incarceration rate or not. Results proved that
the public’s punitiveness does influence the incarceration rate (Enns, 2014). In 2010, Garrick
Percival performed a similar study when he hypothesized political forces affect racial minority
incarceration rates. His hypothesis specifically predicted black and Hispanic incarceration rates
to rise as a counties’ racial and ethnic diversity level increases. It was discovered that county
ideology had a positive and significant relationship with incarceration rates for racial minorities
(Percival, 2010).
Unemployment is an additional factor that is believed to influence the incarceration rate.
“When punitive criminal justice policy collided with the jobless ghetto, the prison population
swelled” (Western, 2007; pg. 31). In “The Prison Boom and the Decline of American
Citizenship”, Bruce Western asserts that a decline in the manufacturing industry was a main
cause of mass imprisonment. He writes that during a ten-year period, from 1969 to 1979, New
York lost 170,000 jobs, Chicago lost 120,000 jobs, and Detroit lost 90,000 jobs (Western, 2007).
These were blue-collar jobs that specifically affected those who lived in urban areas. D’Alessio
and Stolzenberg conducted a study in 1995 that examined the effect unemployment has on the
pretrial incarceration rate. Results of this test determined that unemployment rates are
insignificant when accounting for pretrial misdemeanor and felony arrest rates.
Western notes, however, that official labor force surveys, which measure unemployment
rates, are taken from households. These surveys don’t include people who are incarcerated, and
as a result “employment rates are significantly overstated among people most likely to go to
prison” (Western, 2007; pg. 509). Research pertaining to currently incarcerated individuals
shows that previous employment affected the likelihood incarceration (Western, 2007).
Consequently, once individuals are incarcerated, their current employment is often eliminated.
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Furthermore, being sent to prison also limits future job opportunities. Certain jobs that require a
large amount of trust, credentials, well-placed social connections, or certain endorsements (such
as a hazmat endorsement for commercial driver’s licenses’), are “largely out of reach for those
with prison records” (Western, 2007; pg.510). These observations demonstrate a variety of
relationships employment has with incarceration. In his research, Western also references the
1997 Survey of State and Federal Prisoners in his research and notes that state inmates average
less than 11 years of schooling.
Research shows that educational attainment plays a significant role regarding the
incarceration rate. “Lifetime risks of imprisonment for high school dropouts, graduates, and the
college-educated shows how the lives of the disadvantaged have been changed by rising
incarceration rates” (Western, 2007; p. 33). The likelihood of incarceration at each educational
level varies greatly between races. Statistics indicate that on average, a black man is more likely
to have been to prison than to have completed college or have served in the military. Bruce
Western notes that in 1980, “black dropouts were around four times more likely to be
incarcerated than college-educated African Americans” (Western, 2007; pg. 32). By 2000, one in
three black high-school dropouts were locked up, compared to one in 25 for those who were
college-educated (Western, 2007).
When examining education among the incarcerated across all races, it becomes known
that “U.S. data from 1997…reveals that 14.2% of state prisoners have an eighth-grade education
as their highest educational attainment, compared to 7.2% of the general population” (Hetland,
Eikeland, Manger, Diseth, & Asbjørnsen, 2007; p. 146). Researchers attribute a lack of education
in correctional facilities to officials, and their higher regard for punishment than education
(Tannis, 2017). A quick review of an article written by a graduate of Harvard’s School of
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Education shows that many scholars and researchers are concerned with current educational
situations. The high incarceration rate receives a great deal of attention within the criminology
community, while issues of education often go overlooked. “Here in the United States, we have
more federal, state, and local jails and prisons than we have two- and four-year degree-granting
colleges and universities” (Tannis, 2017; p. 75). This demonstrates a greater governmental
commitment to imprisonment over education.
An example of this can be seen within a federal program that was initiated during the
1960s. The Higher Education Act of 1965 was signed by President Lyndon Johnson and funded
correctional education programs. It also allowed inmates to be eligible for Pell Grants to
participate in educational programs. The decision was rendered during an era where the
rehabilitation of criminals was a primary objective, not punishment. However, it was halted
when President Clinton passed the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994.
Many researchers attribute the increase in imprisonment to an “increasingly punitive public” that
pressured politicians into becoming, or at least appearing to be, tough on crime (Enns, 2014).
President Clinton held office during an era in which punishment took precedent over
rehabilitation. His office aimed to punish offenders, which provides insight as to why Pell Grants
were retracted from prisoners. Over 20 years later, President Clinton continues to contend that
the bill was responsible for an extremely low crime rate at the time.
Another economic factor that has been linked to rising incarceration rates is poverty. A
consensus exists among researchers that indicates the poor are more likely to go to prison than
the rich. Although economic prosperity has been increasing since the 1980s, rates of poverty
have remained essentially the same (DeFina & Hannon, 2013). Reasons for this include
“globalization and outsourcing, the deunionization of the workforce, immigration, reduction in
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the inflation-adjusted value of minimum wage, and technological changes that have been biased
toward more highly individuals” (DeFina & Hannon, 2013; pg. 563). In “Mass Imprisonment
and Economic Inequality”, Bruce Western asserts that large race and class disparities in the
imprisonment rate “reinforce lies of social disadvantage”, and that imprisonment is “also
concentrated among the disadvantaged” (Western, 2007; pg. 512). Researchers Riley, KangBrown, Mulligan, Valsalam, Chakraborty, & Henrichson found that “poverty, demographics,
police and corrections expenditures, and spillover effects from other county and state authorities
were all significantly associated with local jail rates” (Riley, Kang-Brown, Mulligan, Valsalam,
Chakraborty, & Henrichson, 2017; p. 84).
Prior to conducting their study, Riley, Kang-Brown, Mulligan, Valsalam, Chakraborty, &
Henrichson noted that local jails are growing rapidly, and rural jails are becoming more
populated than urban jails. In 2013, “rural counties had 15% of the population, but 20% of [the]
nation’s total jail population (Riley, Kang-Brown, Mulligan, Valsalam, Chakraborty, &
Henrichson, 2017; p. 77). This indicates poverty may be a significant predictor of the
incarceration rate. However, as Western mentions, “imprisonment makes the disadvantaged
literally invisible because the penal population is omitted from the data sources used to track
economic trends” (Western 2007; pg.519). Therefore, although poverty is believed to affect
incarceration rate, uncovering the entire relationship of poverty and imprisonment proves to be a
difficult task.
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Hypotheses & Model
This research paper includes five hypotheses, all predicting relationships between various
independent variables and the dependent variable, the incarceration rate. The rate of
imprisonment is usually recorded as the number of people, per 100,000 who are incarcerated.
Rates peaked within the United States in 2008, when 750 individuals per 100,000 were
incarcerated. In contrast, Western Europe incarcerates, on average, about 100 individuals per
100,000 (Western, 2007). This large discrepancy among Western civilizations is a key reason
why incarceration rates in the United States serve as the dependent variable in this research
paper.

Hypothesis 1: As the total number of racial minorities rises, the incarceration rate will
increase.
The first hypothesis states that as racial minority populations increase in America, the
incarceration rate will also rise. By stating this I am predicting a positive correlation. This
predictive statement also infers a relationship between simply being a minority and being
incarcerated. Evidence clearly shows that minorities are being incarcerated at a disproportional
rate compared to the white population. Therefore, my hypothesis predicts overall population to
be an influencing variable that significantly contributes to the racial disparity in sentencing. The
total black population is the main independent variable for this hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: As the country’s citizens become more liberal in ideology, the incarceration
rate will decrease.
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The second hypothesis also has racial implications but seeks to uncover a different type
of relationship. It states that as the country’s citizens become more liberal in ideology, the
incarceration rate will decrease. Unlike the previous hypothesis, this one predicts a negative
correlation. The independent variable included in this hypothesis is the rate of United States
citizens’ liberal ideology. Punitive attitudes have been proven to have conservative roots.
Therefore, conservative ideology and punitiveness are expected to raise the incarceration rate
while a more liberal attitude is expected to lower it. Prior to this study, research regarding mass
incarceration showed that punitive sentencing policies and conservative ideologies can both be
attributed to the current prison situation. An examination of sentencing policies and their effects
on incarceration would determine levels of significance for each policy. Instead, this
investigation regarding the public’s ideology aims to uncover the underlying causes of
conservative and liberal policies, each of which may or may not affect the incarceration rate.

Hypothesis 3: An increase in the amount of people living in poverty will cause the
incarceration rate to rise.
A third hypothesis states that as levels of poverty increase, the incarceration rate will rise
as well. This prediction infers a positive relationship between the amount of people living in
poverty and the level of incarceration. Independent variables included in this prediction are the
unemployment rate and the percentage of people living in poverty. The dependent variable,
again, is the rate of incarceration. Many criminologists have obtained results that lead them to
conclude that poorer people are more likely to be incarcerated than the rich. This hypothesis
seeks to uncover whether incarceration discrepancies can be observed in levels of poverty.
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Hypothesis 4: As levels of educational attainment increase, the incarceration rate will
decrease.
The fourth hypothesis states that the more education a person receives, the less likely
they are to be incarcerated. This statement predicts a negative relationship. It also has
implications related to poverty because poorer populations are less likely to have received higher
educations. However, separate hypotheses regarding poverty and educational attainment are
utilized because they each provide unique information. The primary independent variable in this
hypothesis is the percentages of people (25 and over) who completed high school.

Hypothesis 5: When national unemployment rates increase, the incarceration rate will rise.
Lastly, the fifth hypothesis states that the incarceration rate will rise as nationwide
unemployment rates increase. This predicts a positive relationship and includes the national
unemployment rate as an independent variable. The dependent variable remains to be the
incarceration rate. Unemployment rates are used in addition to poverty levels to determine
whether significant differences exist between these similar measurements’ relationship with the
incarceration rate.
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Research Design
I employed a quantitative approach to test my hypotheses. I collected data from multiple
government agencies, as well as information from professional researchers, to create a data set.
The data set begins with information from 1980 and was collected until 2015. Therefore, the
total number of years included in this research project is 36 (n=36). I performed univariate,
bivariate, and multivariate analyses of my independent variables and their relationships, or lack
thereof, with my dependent variable.
In order to obtain the total number of racial minorities in America, I collected data from
the United States Census Bureau. More specifically, I found records of the current and previous
decennial census’ to find the numbers and percentages of racial minority populations in the
United States since 1980. Previous literature indicates the U.S. Decennial Census is the most
valid source regarding large-scale population data. These records provide the necessary
components to test the hypothesis that the incarceration rate will rise as the number of minorities
increases. The data used for this portion of the research includes Census statistics from three full
decades (1980, 1990, 2000) and half of 2010. Since these statistics are only collected every ten
years, the numbers in my data set remain constant from each census until the next.
To obtain an accurate measure of citizen ideology at the national level, I used information
previously collected by political researchers. They were able to measure this by performing a
large amount of surveys with questions regarding ideological preferences. Researchers used
aggregate scores to translate responses into descriptive statistics. Surveys are one of the most
reliable means to gather information regarding cognitive behaviors, such as preferred political
ideology. A measure of overall national liberalism is created from this information to test my
hypothesis that greater liberal ideology will result in a lower incarceration rate.
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Data was collected from the United States Department of Labor to test the theory that
national levels of poverty are related to the imprisonment rate. The data set I used for this portion
of my research project includes the total number of individuals, between ages 18 and 64, who are
living in poverty. Then, for purposes of examining correlations, the total number of people living
in poverty were converted into percentages of people (of that same population) who were living
in poverty.
To test the hypothesis that an increase in educational attainment will reduce the
imprisonment rate, I collected data regarding high school completion, or higher, from the United
States Department of Labor. I used the overall high school completion, or higher, rate which
encompassed all races. Furthermore, I only included educational data from 1980 through 2015.
Ideally, I would like to have more in-depth data of educational attainment and the relationship it
has with the imprisonment rate. However, for purposes of this research project, I was only able
to include data on high school completion rates. This information is still sufficient to test my
hypothesis.
The final hypothesis was also tested by obtaining data from the United States Department
of Labor. National Labor Force statistics were collected from the Current Population Survey and
includes data on unemployed individuals aged 16 and older. Initially, the survey only included
monthly unemployment percentages. Therefore, to obtain annual data, I added monthly
percentages together and divided them to create an annual average of the unemployment rate.
The Current Population Survey and mean unemployment rates prove to be well-suited to test my
final hypothesis. Pearson correlations were performed to test for relationships and an ordinaryleast-squares (OLS) regression was performed to determine which factors predict the
imprisonment rate above all others.
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Results
Univariate Analyses
Graph 1: Number of people admitted to prison/local jail per 100,000 U.S. residents
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Discussion of Graph 1: This graph demonstrates that incarceration rates more than doubled
from 1980-1990, and that at its peak in 2008, rate of imprisonment became nearly four times as
high as it was in 1980. The steep incline in imprisonment from 1980 to 2000 reflects a political
era focused on punitive policies. A large increase occurred from 1987-1988, which was a couple
years after the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 was passed. Contrarily, the federal prison
population began to decline once President Obama took office in 2009. He became the first
President to complete his term and leave office with a lower prison population than what it was
when he was elected.
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Graph 2: Percentage of the overall population who identifies as black
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Discussion of Graph 2: This graph uses decennial United States Census Bureau statistics and
shows a slight increase in the black population since 1980. From 1980 to 2015, the amount of
black people who made up the overall population increased by less than 1%. The increase in the
number of individuals incarcerated between 1980 and 2015 is much higher than the increase in
the black population during the same time period. Census data indicates that although black
people make up less than 13% of the overall population, they constitute nearly 40% of the
incarcerated population.
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Graph 3: Measure of United States’ citizen ideology
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Discussion of Graph 3: This graph demonstrates that the public’s affiliation with a liberal
ideology has fluctuated throughout the years. James Stimson measured the public’s mood and
attitude towards sentencing policies by administering a series of surveys. They included
questions pertaining to the death penalty, rehabilitation, and punitive policies, to name a few
examples. This graph shows people were becoming increasingly liberal in their political
preferences from 1980 to roughly 1992. The public began to identify with more conservative
policies around 1993, which is when President Clinton took office. His presidency represents an
era in which punitive policies took precedent over rehabilitative efforts. The public’s affiliation
with liberal policies began to increase in 1995. However, a great deal of variation exists within
the entire measure of public ideology.
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Graph 4: Percentage of United States’ citizens living in poverty (ages 18-64)
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Discussion of Graph 4: This graph shows that national levels of poverty have fluctuated
between 10% and 14%, from 1980 to 2015. When comparing this graph to graph number 1
(United States Incarceration Rate), it appears as if poverty has no direct correlation with the
incarceration rate. Unlike the observable increase in the rate of imprisonment, levels of poverty
have increased and decreased multiple times. Poverty was at its lowest in 2000, and reached its
peak in 2010. Bruce Western, a professor of Sociology at Harvard University, contends that mass
imprisonment generates “invisible inequality” (Western, 2007). He attributes this assertion to the
fact that economic data sources do not count those who are institutionalized. Therefore, it is
likely that national poverty statistics are not fully representative.
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Graph 5: Percentage of people (25 and older) who obtained a HS education or higher
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Discussion of Graph 5: The graph indicates that the total number of people who have received a
high school diploma or higher has been slowly and steadily increasing since 1980. However, it
only includes data on individuals aged 25 or older. In 1980, under 70% of the population had
obtained a high school education. By 2015, nearly 90% of the population had received high
school diplomas, or some level of higher education. Therefore, in this 35-year span, educational
attainment increased by nearly 20%. Based on appearances only, it seems highly likely that
attaining high school diplomas is highly correlated with the incarcerated rate. Its highly probable
that an underlying factor, rapid population increase, is partly responsible for the increase in both
areas.
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Graph 6: United States unemployment rate (%) from 1980-2015
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Discussion of Graph 6: This graph illustrates national levels of unemployment in the United
States from 1980 through 2015. Currently, unemployment is nearly 2% lower than it was in
1980, although much variation exists within the 35-year timeline. Unemployment rates peaked in
the early 1980s when it almost reached 10%. Contrarily, they came to an all-time low in 2000.
Although this graph isn’t very similar to the first graph on incarceration, mass imprisonment is
attributed, in part, to “the collapse of urban labor markets for low skill men” (Western 2007).
Similar to poverty, this graph may not be fully representative of unemployment rates because
those who are incarcerated are not included in data collection.
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Bivariate Analyses

Table 2: Correlations Between Minority Population & Incarceration Rate
Prison Population
Prison Population

Pearson Correlation

1

Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Black

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Black
.882**
.000

36

36

.882**

1

.000
36

36

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Discussion of Table 2: Being black is significantly correlated with being incarcerated. The
strength of the correlation is .882, which represents a strong relationship. Additionally, the
relationship is positive, which means as the number of black people increase, the number of
people incarcerated will increase.
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Table 3: Correlations Between Public Ideology & Incarceration Rate

Prison Population

Pearson Correlation

Prison Population

Ideology

1

.323

Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Ideology

.054*
36

36

Pearson Correlation

.323

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.054

N

36

36

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

Discussion of Table 3: The public’s ideology is significantly correlated with the incarceration
rate. However, the strength of the relationship (.323) is weak. Furthermore, the relationship is
positive. This means that as citizens support more liberal policies, the incarceration rate will rise.
Table 4: Correlations Between Poverty & Incarceration Rate

Prison Population

Pearson Correlation

Prison Population

Poverty

1

.220

Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Poverty

.198
36

36

Pearson Correlation

.220

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.198

N

36

36

Discussion of Table 4: National levels of poverty are not significantly correlated with the United
States incarceration rate. A small, weak relationship does exist, however. This relationship is
positive, and infers that as levels of poverty increase, the incarceration rate will rise.
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Table 5: Correlations Between Educational Attainment & Incarceration Rate

Prison Population

Pearson Correlation

Prison Population

HS Education

1

.969**

Sig. (2-tailed)
N
HS Education

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

.000
36

36

.969**

1

.000
36

36

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Discussion of Table 5: Obtaining a high school education is significantly correlated with being
incarcerated. Additionally, the strength of this relationship is very strong. The direction of this
relationship is positive, which means as the number of people who obtain high school degrees
increases, the incarceration rate will rise.
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Table 6: Correlations Between Unemployment Rate & Incarceration Rate

Prison Population

Pearson Correlation

Prison Population

Unemployment

1

-.369*

Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Unemployment

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

.027
36

36

-.369*

1

.027
36

36

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

Discussion of Table 6: National unemployment rates are significantly correlated with
incarceration rates. The strength of this relationship, however, is weak. Also, unlike the previous
relationships, incarceration and unemployment are negatively correlated. This means that as
unemployment rates decrease, the incarceration rate will increase.
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Multivariate Analysis
Table 7: OLS Regression Analysis Results
Coefficientsa

Unstandardized Coefficients
Model
1 (Constant)

B

Std. Error

-4271.806

939.979

23.339

6.210

225.209

Ideology
HS

Unemployment
Black

Poverty Percent

Standardized
Coefficients
Beta

t

Sig.

-4.545

.000

.208

3.758

.001

90.697

.393

2.483

.019

-1.534

1.429

-.035

-1.073

.292

35.709

3.148

1.163

11.345

.000

-54.482

9.079

-.356

-6.001

.000

a. Dependent Variable: Prison Population

Discussion of Table 7: The regression analysis indicates that unemployment rates positively and
significantly predict incarceration rates. For every percentage increase in national unemployment
rates, 23 people (per 100,000) will be incarcerated. The relationship between the black
population and being incarcerated is also positive and significant. As the black population
increases by 1% in the United States, 225 people (per 100,000) will be sent to prison. Citizen
ideology represents the only variable which lacks significance in its relationship with
incarceration. Results suggest, however, that a small negative relationship exists, and that as
citizens become less liberal, the incarceration rate will increase. High school attainment also
indicates a positive and significant relationship with the incarceration rate. As the percentage of
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the population who obtain high school degrees increase by 1%, 35 people (per 100,000) will be
incarcerated. Lastly, regression results indicate poverty has a significant relationship with the
incarceration rate. This relationship is negative, which means as levels of poverty increase, the
incarceration rate will decrease. More specifically, as levels of poverty increase by 1%, 54 less
people (out of 100,000), will be incarcerated.
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Conclusion
Results from conducting Pearson correlations indicated that overall minority populations,
unemployment rates, citizen ideology, and educational attainment all showed significant
relationships with the incarceration rate. This means that poverty was found to have little effect
on the incarceration rate. After performing the ordinary-least-squares regression analysis,
however, citizen ideology appeared to have an insignificant correlation with the incarceration
rate. The analysis determined that, all other things equal, the number of black citizens,
educational attainment, unemployment, and poverty were the most determining variables of the
incarceration rate. This means that my 1st, 3rd,4th and 5th hypotheses were all supported.
Subsequently, my 2nd hypothesis were refuted. However, my research project has limitations and
the results may not be fully indicative of the relationships these independent variables have with
the incarceration rate.
One of the most misleading aspects of my results is that high school completion appears
to be a significant predictor of the incarceration rate. I obtained high school graduation statistics
and expected to find a decline an education, as this was my logic behind hypothesizing education
predicts imprisonment. However, an underlying variable, which affects both the incarceration
and high school graduation rates, is rapid population increase. The United States, and the world
in general, has a much larger population than it did in 1980. Therefore, it’s difficult to measure
the precise effect of high school completion regarding the likelihood of imprisonment. I would
have to collect data at the district level to obtain a more representative relationship between
educational attainment and incarceration. Similarly, public ideology and ideology could have
various effects at local and state levels.
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The results of my research demonstrate which variables have relationships with the
incarceration rate and provide implications for future research. My conclusion asserts that
education, unemployment, and minority populations have significant relationships with the
incarceration rate. These observations create a valid foundation for any future research regarding
variables which may influence the United States’ incarceration rate.

Data Set
Legend
a. Year
b. Number in prison or local jail per 100,000 U.S. residents of all ages
c. Annual Incarcerated Population
d. Unemployment Rate (%)
e. % black
f. % Hispanic
g. Ideology of Nation (% of Liberalism)
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h. HS completion or higher
i. Poverty of people 18-64 (%)

Data
a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

1980

220

503,600

7.175 11.7

6.4

52.930 68.6 10.1

1981

240

556,800

7.617 11.7

6.4

55.915 69.2 11.1

1982

260

612,500

9.708 11.7

6.4

56.410 71.0

1983

280

647,400

9.6

11.7

6.4

60.613 71.5 12.4

1984

290

682,800

7.508 11.7

6.4

61.046 72.7 11.7

1985

310

744,200

7.192 11.7

6.4

61.311 73.9 11.3

1986

340

815,000

7

11.7

6.4

62.488 74.7 10.8

1987

350

858,700

6.175 11.7

6.4

66.029 75.6 10.6

1988

390

950,400

5.492 11.7

6.4

67.285 76.2 10.5

1989

430

1,078,900

5.26

6.4

68.106 76.9 10.2

1990

460

1,148,700

5.617 12.1

9

66.588 77.6 10.7

1991

480

1,219,000

6.85

12.1

9

68.320 78.4 11.4

1992

500

1,295,200

7.492 12.1

9

68.293 79.4 11.9

1993

530

1,369,200

6.908 12.1

9

64.418 80.2 12.4

1994

560

1,476,600

6.1

12.1

9

59.650 80.9 11.9

1995

600

1,585,600

5.592 12.1

9

57.827 81.7 11.4

1996

620

1,646,300

5.408 12.1

9

59.175 81.7 11.4

1997

650

1,743,600

4.942 12.1

9

59.969 82.1 10.9

1998

670

1,815,200

4.5

12.1

9

61.260 82.8 10.5

1999 700

1,910,400

4.217 12.1

9

63.245 83.4 10.1

2000

690

1,945,400

3.967 12.3

12.5

63.379 84.1 9.6

2001

690

1,962,800

4.742 12.3

12.5

62.114 84.3 10.1

2002

700

2,033,100

5.783 12.3

12.5

66.056 84.1 10.6

2003

720

2,086,500

5.992 12.3

12.5

67.463 84.6 10.8

2004

730

2,136,600

5.542 12.3

12.5

66.684 85.2 11.3

11.7

f.

g.

h.

i.

12
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2005

740

2,200,400

5.083 12.3

12.5

68.166 85.2 11.1

2006

750

2,256,600

4.608 12.3

12.5

68.038 85.5 10.8

2007

760

2,296,400

4.617 12.3

12.5

68.043 85.7 10.9

2008

760

2,310,300

5.8

12.3

12.5

66.634 86.6 11.7

2009

750

2,297,700

9.283 12.3

12.5

63.860 86.7 12.9

2010

730

2,279,100

9.608 12.6

16.3

60.555 87.1 13.8

2011

720

2,252,500

8.933 12.6

16.3

61.369 87.6 13.7

2012

710

2,231,300

8.075 12.6

16.3

59.739 87.6

13.7

2013

700

2,222,500

7.358 12.6

16.3

60.462 88.2

13.6

2014

690

2,225,100

6.175 12.6

16.3

58.314 88.3

13.3

2015

670

2,173,800

5.267 12.6

16.3

59.702 88.4

13.5
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